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ABSTRACT
This paper will tell stories of Tailor-Made Continuing Education. It will take a starting point in the Via Nord project. A project with the goal of developing Tailor-Made Continuing Education courses (TM-CE courses) for small and medium sized enterprises (SME’s) in the Northern part of Denmark. The collaborative process of negotiation and designing the courses will be described and different perceptions and realities will be identified. The results of the Via Nord project will be compared to another European project on competence development for SMEs; a project on Robust Design Methodologies (RDMs).
Keywords
Tailor-Made Continuing Engineering Education, lifelong learning 

INTRODUCTION

In 1996 the OECD published its ‘Lifelong Learning for All’ approach, with the slogan ‘from cradle to grave’. The same was also adopted by the European Year of Lifelong Learning, which had a major political impact at European level by putting lifelong learning centre-stage. The plan of action ’Leonardo da Vinci’ and ’Socrates’ were adopted along with the continuation of the European Social Fond (ESF) - these actions should contribute to and ensure high quality of education. The European Unions contribution to the global debate on lifelong learning was characterised by a broad concept embracing the same ‘cradle to grave’ approach as the OECD. They wrote in the Decision no. 95/2493/EF  ’The purpose is to encourage personal development and initiative, their integration in the workplace and in society, their participation in democratic decision making and their requirements to adapt to economic, technological and social change’. In May 2009 the European Council adopted the strategic framework for European Cooperation in Education and Training (ET 2020) in which one of the four long-term strategic objectives is ‘making lifelong learning (and mobility) a reality’ which translated into the EU-level benchmark indicators that are set to foresee ‘an average of at least 15 % of adults (age group 25-64) participating in lifelong learning’ by 2020.

In this paper we will narrow down the broad concept of lifelong learning into the part of work related to continuing education and to courses, which are individually designed to match company strategy and preferably meet employees’ preference for competence development. We will refer to these courses as TM-CE courses.

Most people are in favor of continuing education.  But continuing education is also expensive and time consuming and therefore it is very important to most businesses to find continuing education courses, which fulfill their needs exactly. The first author has worked with continuing education at Aalborg University (The CPD Unit) for more than 10 years and within that period of time TM-CE courses have seen the light of day. In early 2000 to 2008 we were met by businesses lacking time for traditional continuing education courses and therefore wanted courses designed to match only their needs in order to save time. Now in an era of a tougher economy for most businesses it has become important for businesses to find continuing education courses that can give a company's employees the exact skills they need in a cost effective way. The old saying 'When business is busy, there's plenty of money but no time - and when there is time, there is no money’ has certainly come true. Regardless of the reason – money or no money; time or no time – TM-CE courses are in demand. The CPD-Unit made an attempt to meet the demand by developing a concept for TM-CE courses inspired by the Aalborg PBL-Model (Barge: 2010).

This concept was called Facilitated Work Based Learning (FWBL). It evolved during the years 2001 to 2007 as a spin off from different pilot projects​[1]​ on continuing education. During our collaboration with the businesses we became aware of the similarity between the Aalborg PBL Model and the way businesses develop products through problem oriented and project organised processes. The idea emerged, to involve academic staff from Aalborg University (AAU) to act as initiators and facilitators in company in-house projects like they do in students’ projects at university. The idea was to encourage knowledge transfer and development by facilitation of learning processes related to employees’ everyday work; not to help them complete their project but to develop competences among them. The concept we drafted was FWBL and we tried to describe the concept as a 5 phase process covering the whole course from the initial contact with the business to the evaluation of the learning objectives. In this paper we will go deeper into the concept of FWBL first. Then we describe the application of the concept in the Via Nord project with SMEs in Denmark. The results are then compared with another European project to competence development of SMEs. In the conclusions the drivers and barriers of the TM-CE courses are identified.




Facilitated Work Based Learning
FWBL was described in 5 progressive phases. However the content of each phase was not clear-cut for all FWBL courses, as the distinctive mark of FWBL are their individualities. The FWBL courses are designed not only to match the competence needs of the company but also to meet the preferences of the individual employee. The FWBL can be characterised as a partnership between three partners - the company, the learners and the university. This partnership is very important for the success of the FWBL course. All partners are equally responsible, which means that commitment from all is essential. This fits well into the knowledge triangle concept that is high on the European 2020 agenda.


The FWBL process in 5 progressive phases:
1)	Contact phase
The contact between company and university is often new for both parts, or at least the situation might involve new people. To ensure a fruitful collaboration it is very important to make sure everyone is involved and in agreement. Therefore, the time used on harmonising wishes, expectations and requests are often very well spent.
2)	Defining the learning objectives
The process of defining the learning objectives is essential to the success of the FWBL course. The academic staff will in discussions with the strategic leaders establish a very precise description of the learning objectives.
3)	The learning contract
The learning contract is negotiated and signed by all three partners to create a feeling of ownership and to commit all on an equal basis.
The learning contract will as a minimum consist of:
	A description of theme or the project to which the learning course is connected
	A definition of learning objectives
	An agreement on the methods
	An agreement on the time frame
	A definition of the success criteria for the learning process
	A description of the process and the evaluation
4)	Implementation of FWBL
When the learning contract is signed the FWBL course is ready to begin. The contents, scope, professional area and time frame of the FWBL course will depend on - what did the three partners agree on.
5)	Evaluation
Evaluation will have two targets. Firstly, to ensure quality of the FWBL course – the process and secondly, to make sure that the learning objectives are accomplished.


To further develop the concept for FWBL we (the CPD Unit) needed more experience.  And along with the good intentions from both the EU and the local municipality consisting of funding opportunities, not to forget the demand from business - we did not hesitate to apply for a developing project in 2007. We prepared an application for the project ‘Viden i Anvendelse i Region Nordjylland’ (acronym Via Nord). The overall goal of the project was to develop TM-CE courses within 3 years in 80 SME’s located in the outer-edge areas of the Northern Jutland in Denmark. The idea was to introduce the FWBL concept where company, employees and university staff collaboratively identified and negotiated learning outcomes, that matches the competence strategy of the company and at the same time meets the preferences of the employees.

Looking back, it was a very ambitious goal - some may even say unrealistic. Nevertheless the Via Nord project was launched but it soon became obvious that it would be a very difficult task to get SME’s involved in the collaboration processes not to mention the academic staff at the university. The experiences with this concept in the project Via Nord are described in the next paragraph. The research frame in this paper is inspired by action research (Lewin; 1946) where facilitating action and reflection on action are the focus. The first author of this paper has collected data through interviews and discussions - always with the focus on changes through developing TM-CE courses.  Furthermore, the data consist of observations, e-mail correspondence between the actors of the cases and statistical data on the cases in process.

The story of Via Nord
In this paper the story of Via Nord will be defined to only cover the part of the story where the contact is established with the SME’s. To be more precise, the process from the first contact until the learning contract is signed and the TM- CE course can begin. In the process of designing TM-CE these phases are crucial In FWBL terms this story will cover the first 3 continuous phases; contact phase, defining the learning objects phase and preparing the learning contract. The Via Nord was structured around 3 groups of partners the SME’s, the Business Service and AAU each representing different roles in the project. The SME’s were identified as the end-user and also the beneficiary of the Via Nord, since the political incentive to support the project was to raise competence levels in the SME’s. To join, SME’s should comply with the definition of an SME set out by the European Commission, which roughly is; an organisation with less than 250 employee with an annual turnover not exceeding €50million or/and a yearly balance sheet that does not exceed €43million. The SME’s should preferably be located in the outer edge area of Northern Jutland since the grant requires 80 % participation from the rare populated areas in the outer edge areas. 

Business Service (BS) are local units whose task is to support trade in any possible way. Their tasks are defined in collaboration with the municipality and the local politician. BS was important to the project because they had thorough knowledge of the local SME’s and Via Nord would be yet another option for BS to support the SME’s. With their knowledge of the local SME’s we expected the BS to be able to rank the SME’s according to their suitability and interest in joining Via Nord and we also expected the BS to be known among the SME’s which could help to establish the connection to the University.

AAU as the applicant was the project manager and main driving force of the Via Nord. The academic staff involved were all AAU employees undertaking facilitation (teaching) and research carried out in connection to the project. The heavy administration connected to the EU funded project (salary documentation, time-schedule documentation, various certificate, reporting etc.) was also undertaken by AAU. In other words AAU kept the pot boiling!

The description above of the 3 partner groups may mislead one to think that they are homogeneous groups with the same goals and interests but that is  not the case. Within each partner group there are numerous differences of interest, which make the Via Nord a very complex project.

We were very happy in May 2009 to have been granted the Via Nord project and we were well prepared because the application procedure had lasted 2 years. We thought it would be rather easy to get SME’s interested in participating since they themselves could design the course and furthermore it was free of charge – they would only pay by documenting their salary expenses while involved in the project. Since AAU is cross faculty and covers Humanities, Engineering and Science, Medicine, Social Science we also predicted very few limitation in the course content. However we did foresee some challenges in the involvement from the academic staff since most of them were already employed full-time and would have difficulties coordinating between existing and new activities. But nevertheless we were optimistic and happy to get started.

One and a half years later in October 2010 when we prepared the midway status report of Via Nord the optimism had left. By then we had been through a move from faculty level to administration level at AAU. Staff numbers had been cut from 5 to 2, which among other things, meant we did not have any secretary support. But the worst part was - we only had 7 SME’s involved in Via Nord.

The structure of the story is a stepwise description reflecting the statistical material gathered through the project. The SME’s were registered and calculated into activities levels as they naturally occurred in the process.  The numbers (81,41,19,7) indicate the amount of SME’s involved in the different activities. As it appears from figure 1, half way through the Via Nord project we had 7 SME’s involved in TM-CE courses and the road to this 7 ran through a contact area of several hundred. What happened – how did several hundred turn into 7? 



Figure 1: The number of SMEs in the first phases of the FWBL process in the Via Nord project

Figure 1 reflects the statistical material of Via Nord where the SME’s were registered and calculated in progressive activities levels. The first calculation shows 81 SME’s, which we were in contact with mostly by phone to set up meetings. We had at least one meeting with the following 41 SME’s. Also, 19 SME’s had at least one meeting with the academic staff (teachers) from the AAU. In the end, the final 7 were the ones who had a learning contract prepared.

In each of the four activity levels we will identify different perceptions and realities of the collaboration process and describe each partner groups’ (SME’s, AAU and BS) involvement in the process.



Pre-information
Before getting into the different activity levels we will start by explaining the pre-information activities, which were activities not registered and calculated per SME since they mostly involved marketing or sales promotion. Both we at the Via Nord and the BS did pre-information activities. We send 220+ individual addressed information and invitations letters, made several articles, organised information meetings with BS and the Head of Institute at AAU; arranged an information meeting for SME’s locally, participated in local seminars and conferences, cooperated with Matchmaking at AAU and visited local Match-points and much more. The purpose of these activities was to get the SME’s interested in achieving more knowledge of the Via Nord - and we did manage to get 81 SME’s interested in more information.  



Initial contact
The Business Service was according to the application responsible for the initial contact with the SME’s; however their involvement was very variable from municipality to municipality. Only one BS was committed and could see the possibilities for the SME’s. Another one picked two SME’s test cases to see how well we preformed. A few prepared rough lists of SME’s, whom we were welcome to contact and the rest did not show any interested in Via Nord ‘we will not make extra effort to promote the Via Nord’ replied one of the BS by e-mail in May 2010. To justify the lack of interest it has to be said that the BS had several other projects to promote to another AAU project, the Matchmaking, which had already been active for a few years. And unfortunately one municipality had bad experiences in collaboration with the Matchmaking project. When I asked about their involvement in the Matchmaking he said ‘fis i en hornlygte - it is only hot air’.  Collaboration with BS was tough. We had not expected this lack of interest and without any encouragement we could do nothing. Never the less, BS committed to the Via Nord and did arrange some meetings and when they did, they participated as chairman of the meeting. We then had to change the strategy and we started to call SME’s to invite them to the Via Nord.  We were in contact with 81 SME’s that we thought might be interested and who met the criteria for participation. The purpose of the telephone conversation was primarily to set up a meeting. It can be a very difficult task to make busy managers listen to a proposition and unfortunately several managers declined the offer before they had even heard what Via Nord was about and how their company could benefit from it. Perhaps this was because of the financial crises. As one manager of a small company said ‘Yesterday we had 8 employees, today we have 5 – I don’t know what continuing education we need.’ Something else we often heard was ‘We will look into the offer and come back to you’ but most of them never did.



Getting to know each other - meeting
The idea of the meeting was for the university to display an interest in the SME’s located in the region and to create the groundwork for future fruitful collaboration. And also of course to provide information of the possibilities of the Via Nord project and the FWBL process. Looking back and with the benefit of hindsight, the presentation in the beginning was too academic. The first author of this paper did that presentation and emphasized the FWBL and its different phases and provided information about PBL with a definition of the problem and the student centred approach - enough to make them (the SME’s) very silent  - and enough to understand, that the presentation had to be changed. We began focusing more on the SME’s interest in the project and tried to make them talk about their companies. The presentation of Via Nord was cut down to very briefly comparing what we were going to do together with them in the TM-CE course, which, was very similar to PBL at Aalborg University, and then there was a short introduction to the administration of the project. The appropriate balance of information was found within the first 4 months of the Via Nord but still the SME’s were very different and I of course had to adjust and be very flexible in my presentation at every meeting. 
Fortunately there was also SME’s who were very interested and could see the possibilities but a general occurrence was that the SME’s had great difficulty in identifying their needs. Some of them may have a company strategy and even a production strategy but they did not have a strategy for competence development and they had not even considered what they might need. A meeting with a company turned out to be a bit awkward when the manager in a cheerful tone of voice asked ‘So, what courses do you have to offer?’ and I replied ‘None, I am waiting for you to tell me what courses you need!’ He looked at me with surprise and said nothing. I then elaborated on the concept of TM-CE courses and how PBL is used at AAU. They really had difficulty identifying their needs and this new concept of TM-CE courses was both difficult and time consuming. Now they had to define the content of the course and the learning objectives. That was very difficult compared to choosing a traditional continuing education course from a course catalogue. 

For those who managed to come up with some competence needs, the next step was to identify academic staff who would take the assignment. This was the part of the project where we had foreseen difficulties and unfortunately we were right. Involving academic staff in continuing education is beyond their assignment and does not have any benefits for them whatsoever. It is not recognised in Aalborg University’s incentive schemes and therefore it is understood that the academic staff reject the offer. They very politely answer ‘Unfortunately I don’t have the time to enter these types of activities’ or another answer would be  - ‘I would get involved in a course within the university with ETCS but I will not deliver consultancy for a discounted price’. The academic staff are entitled to decline these types of activities since most of them already had a full schedule and overtime is not recognised in the academic system. However AAU has a tradition for collaboration with the surrounding community and therefore a few of the staff saw it as a duty to support external activities and they were the ones I needed to locate at the university.

Defining learning objectives – meeting
Only 19 of the SME’s went on to a meeting with academic staff even though we more or less succeeded in locating academic staff for all the SME’s who were ready for the activity. At these meetings the SME’s and academic staff had the opportunity of discussing the needs in a more professional and specialist way and to start identifying the learning objectives of the course. This process was not completed at one meeting; often we needed two or more meetings to reach the common understanding and sometimes we never reached that point. What also happened at least once was that the SME and academic staff entered a EU funded project both of them as partners. What mostly happened was the academic staff introduced a group of students from the university to collaborate with the SME’s to help them solve their problem. And of course some of them just never come to pass because the SME’s suddenly did have the time or simply never returned e-mails or calls.

The Learning contract
But still there were 7 SME’s that went on to have a learning contract prepared. Here I will specifically look into a course and try to argue why in particular this course succeeded.  

The SME is Cement A/S, a family owned company specialising in producing high quality products to the concrete and asphalt industry. Cement A/S has continuously developed their product portfolio and therefore they are a full-time supplier of raw materials in all qualities. The need to constantly develop their products was also the reason for Krogh’s A/S to get in contact with the Via Nord. For several years they had tried to acquire knowledge on polymer and how to produce a concrete based dry mortar with a different characteristic than their existing products. They contacted Via Nord with a clear and identified need. They actually had already contacted AAU and they had looked around Europe to find the skills they needed to develop this new product, but so far without much luck. They were therefore perhaps a bit hesitant but I persuaded them to give it another chance to let me locate academic staff with the right profile. It was difficult but I succeeded and within 2 months we arranged a meeting.  At the first part of the meeting with the academic staff there was some disagreement but then they got into a more detailed chemistry discussion and there they established a working relationship. They ended up by taking turns drawing molecules for each other on the same piece of paper. At the end of the meeting the academic staff said ‘That is easy – I can help you with that!’ From that day forward the Krohgs A/S showed great interest in the course. They were active in preparing the Leaning Contract and identifying the content and level and they were also eager to get started. You really could tell this was something the company highly prioritised.

TM-CE courses in different worlds
The Via Nord story takes place in different places; to be more precise in 81 different SME’s which all contribute their part to the story. To be able to identify and analyse these different places I will refer to Spinosa (1997:17) who ‘called any organised set of practices for dealing with oneself, other people, and things that produces a relatively self-contained web of meanings, a disclosive space’. The 81 places where the story takes place can be compared to disclosive spaces. To define a disclosive space Spinosa includes Heidegger’s account for ‘worldhood’ in Being and Time. For Heidegger, a world has three characteristics, equipment, purpose and identity, which Spinosa (1997:17) describes as ‘It is a totality of interrelated pieces of equipment, each used to carry out a specific task such as hammering in a nail’. In this story the FWBL was introduced as an equipment for carrying out TM-CE courses.  And Spinosa continues ‘these tasks are undertaken so as to achieve a certain purpose.’ The purpose of the Via Nord was to increase competence levels in SME’s in outer edge areas. ‘Finally, this activity enables those performing it to have identities’ such as employees being identified as learners and academic staff being identified as facilitators in the context of a company.  Besides Heidegger’s account of a world by organising practices through the interrelated equipment, purpose and identity, yet another characteristic is added by Spinosa (1997:19), – style. ‘All our pragmatic activities are organised by a style.  Style is the way in which all the practices ultimately fit together and to understand style disclosive space is distinguished into aspects: its organisation and its coordination. The organisation of a disclosive space is already defined by the interrelated sets of equipment and roles that give meaning to an activity. Spinosa exemplifies the organisation and coordination of a disclosive space by changing traffic regulations so that it is requested to drive on the left, which would require a massive reorganisation of equipment and practices, but it would not be necessary to change the way people drive (style) and what it means to be a driver.  Changing the way driving practices are coordinated e.g. from aggressive and quick to a more cautious and considerate way requires a change in driving style and also in what it means to be a driver. However, when people change their practices they do so on the basis of the style they already have.  

Equipment
Above I have identified equipment as the FWBL concept, which was the focal point of Via Nord  But of course other equipment was essential for the project also; computers, phone, a car, salary slip, partner declarations in order to organise the disclosive spaces. 

Purpose
The purpose of Via Nord is also more fragmented then just increasing competence levels in SME’s. Looking into the three partner groups (SME’s, Business Service, and academic staff) the purpose more or less exploded in various types. For the SME’s, purpose can be identified both for the SME’s as a company but also from the perspective of the employees and these may not always match. An improvement in competence levels among employees would only be the means of the target for most companies – their actual purpose would be increased earnings. The employees might also have a different purpose besides competence development. Some might have no choice in participating due to a demand from their employer. Others might see it as an opportunity to increase their knowledge levels and thereby enhance their attractiveness in the labour market either to apply for a new job or to be more qualified for the job they already have and thereby resulting in more job security for them. But whatever the reason the purpose must be clear. I experienced too many SME’s who were not able to identify their needs but still they wanted a TM-CE course because it was a good deal – competence development for free was their purpose. None of them made it to the actual course because without clear content of the course (leaning objectives) it is truly very difficult to maintain the driving force to continue the process. Illeris emphasises that acquisition is a matter of content and driving force (motivation, feelings and will) ‘The learning content will always reflect the character of the psychical commitment which has mobilised the mental energy which is necessary for the learning process to take place’ (Illeris 2009:41). Furthermore ‘adults are not likely to get involved in learning that they do not get the meaning of or that they have no interest in’ (Illeris 2009:217). To put it differently, the purpose of TM-CE courses have to be ’need to know’ and not just ‘nice to know!’ 

The Business Service also had different purposes for joining the Via Nord however one common purpose for all of them was to provide services to SME’s in their local area – as their name indicates. But the ways in which they brought this service was manifold.  Only one of the BS’s had a strategy with an aim of promoting competence levels in their local area and this particular BS was very active in allocating SME’s. They had a thorough knowledge of the SME’s, which was very helpful in identifying SME’s for the project.  Other BSs had different agendas. They saw an opportunity for them to get in touch with the ’liberal’ business (law firm, dental clinic, surveyor etc.), which they did not have any contact with. Since the Via Nord was aimed at employees with a higher education, the BS suddenly had a chance to contact them and so they did in such a unilateral way that you might think that was the purpose of the contact – BS promoting themselves!  In particular one of the BS made it clear that Via Nord had to demonstrate success before they would continue the collaboration and in other cases I got the impression the BSs feared a failure that would stick to them and therefore they were very hesitant. But each time a meeting was arranged the BSs always introduced the SME’s and University to each other.

The purpose from the perspective of the academic staff was not any less fragmented. But the purpose had to be seen in the light of some common barriers within the university structure, culture and processes. The incentive structure did not at all meet the new activities such as teaching continuing education. As the structure did not contain any encouraging elements, on the contrary it prevented the activity. Even though AAU had a tradition of collaboration with the surrounding society SME’s in the outer edge areas they were not always able to see what they should ‘use’ the AAU for. And last but not least the university processes for running these kinds of projects are not yet fully developed. Besides the more common barriers that could influence the academic staff purpose there are several individual considerations to be made.  First of all the lack of time was probably the most common one since academic staff are already employed full-time by the university and therefore it would only give them extra work or it would reduce their time for research. Also the task of collaboration with SME’s is new for many academic staff and holds some uncertainty, which also influences the purpose. Some of the academic staff were very keen to have student project groups to take the job which of course fits much better into the incentive structure and would make more efficient use of time. In general I would say that the academic staff was helpful and we did manage to persuade most of them to at least take the first meeting with the SME in spite of meager payment and a lack of time. I think they found the purpose in the obligation that AAU have in collaboration with the local business.

Identity
The activity of the Via Nord brought identity to those involved. The BSs strengthened their identity as the consultants who brought the university to the SME’s and set up the meetings. The SME’s acquired an identity as a company collaborating with the university and the employees also took on a new identity as learners at their jobs. The academic staff had new identities as continuing education teachers, which unfortunately does not hold status at AAU due to the non-existing support of the area.

I have now conceptualised the organisational aspect of the disclosive spaces and it is clear that what is possible in one disclosive space is not necessarily possible in another. The most fragmented characteristic is purpose and the one that brings most interruptions to the organisation. But in order for things, people and self to show up as meaningful, this organisation needs a further level, coordination’ (Spinosa 2009:19) or style. The coordination refers to people doing things in different ways and ‘style is the ground of meanings in human activity’ (Spinosa 2009:20), which is also very important in designing TM-CE courses. Here I will refer to the Cement A/S case to try to identify different styles among the actors and how these different styles support the coordination of the disclosive space. Cement A/S was one of the 7 SME’s that made it all the way through to the learning contract stage. So what are the characteristics of the Cement A/S case and how are they organised and coordinated?

Cement A/S had identified a demand for a new product. To be able to develop this new product they needed some very special competences, which are difficult or almost impossible to find in traditional continuing education. Therefore the Via Nord project, with the likelihood of designing a course matching their special needs was indeed interesting.  Not only was the FWBL-concept an obvious solution, Cement A/S was also very clear on the purpose. The employee (learner) had been involved in the process of identifying the new product and he was very much aligned with the company – he also could see the purpose.  The academic staff had the right profile. He could see the purpose of getting payment into his travelling account (special arrangement) and also the possibility of writing a paper on the academic results of the project. In other words, the purpose was very clear to all the actors. This is all very well but as Spinosa (2009) says what makes it all come together at the end of the day is the style with which the actors coordinate the activities. Cement A/S was a family owned company located at the coast in the northern Jutland. All meetings included coffee, bread, cakes and lunches with old-fashioned open sandwiches and cheese with caraway. The ladies in reception spoke with a strong dialect and arrangements were basic but you felt welcome. The employee Hans was very enthusiastic about the project and was a driving force. He acted very fast in anything related to the course and in terms of his own involvement he was very open about the fact that he needed new competencies and that the knowledge he had was outdated. Hans was also very open with academic staff, Per’s suggestions and changes. He was an engineer for AAU, which meant that he knew the Aalborg PBL-model. Per was a trained facilitator from AAU but it was his first time involved in continuing education. He was a very good listener, calm and polite and with an encouraging style. He would say ‘that is no problem’ and ‘of course you don’t know that that is why you need me’. At our first meeting they drew from the same paper and they both brought input to the conversation. You could say their style made it all fit together.  

Comparison with other ‘stories’
The story of Via Nord is not on itself. In another, European project the experiences were similar in the heart of the matter. Obviously every context was different in the six participating countries (Ireland, Italy, Poland, Spain, Sweden and the Netherlands); each country reported specific hurdles to overcome, in the end however, common ground in the promoting and obstructive factors could be identified. 
The overall goal was the same as in Via Nord: to raise the competence level in SMEs. The goal of the project at hand was to design an appropriate learning arrangement for SMEs in the manufacturing industry to learn Robust Design Methodologies (RDMs). The learning arrangement should satisfy the way SMEs employees want to learn RDM and should facilitate learning in such a way that SMEs employees experience a real impact on their businesses. Employees should identify new skills they have to acquire and should actively work to satisfy these needs – always driven by real business priorities.
 
As in the story of Via Nord, at the start of the project SMEs were not eager to get involved. Maybe because our starting point was learning RDM. A questionnaire as part of the need analysis revealed that although most of the enterprises were aware of the importance of variability between samples of the same product and of its impact on quality, the application of RDM was not considered a straightforward task. RDM was seen as an academic methodology, difficult to apply in the industrial context. And the communication with the academic world was perceived as “not simple”. In sum, there was no clear need for RDM, and if so, preferably not in collaboration with the university.  Another point, which has to be taken into account, was that SMEs were not used to a systematic approach to learning, e.g. aligning business goals to learning goals. As in de Via Nord story SMEs were very different, some of them had a company strategy but no (aligned) strategy for competence development. Further, commitment to the eventually agreed learning goals was also an issue in this project. The working environment in SMEs is often a hectic environment where employees are frequently interrupted. Time for learning is not obvious; the engineer in an SME must optimize his or her time consumption and this must be set against the knowledge gained. In SMEs finding time and attention to reflect and conceptualize in order to do things differently next time is a problem.  For academic staff, that is an ordinary way of working.
At the end, however, the project turned out to be a success because of the flexibility of the learning model – it must provide for various delivery methods, an authentic assignment and the provision of accurate support. And furthermore, because of the flexibility of the people involved. This factor was also mentioned in the Via Nord story: addressing the right, motivated, people in each SME (on both managers and engineer level) and the right, motivated people among the academic staff. Since at the end of the day it is the ‘style with which the actors coordinates the activities’ that counts.






METHODS

The research frame in this paper is inspired by action research (Lewin: 1946) where facilitating action and reflection on action are the focus. Action research is a participatory process and I have been involved (project manager) in the Via Nord project from the application idea to the end of the project, therefore my data are numerous and exhaustive. As (Czarniawska: 2007) points out ‘action research requires a detailed and in depth study of the cases by introducing different techniques for doing fieldwork’. The different techniques I have used to collect my data are primarily interviews and discussions - always with my focus on changes through developing TM-CE courses but I have also data collected through observations, e-mail correspondence between the actors of the cases and data of a more descriptive character. Finally I have statistical data calculated on the cases in process. The criteria for validity and reliability in this research process is that, the results of the research are valid and reliable if they are recognisable and authentic to the people involved in the research, even if not to others (Zuber-Skerrit and Fletcher: 2007).


CONCLUSIONS
Conceptualising the different worlds of TM-CE courses shows that what is possible in one world in not necessary possible in another. The FWBL concept was introduced in the Via Nord project to 81 SME’s but only 7 actually started.  What was the characteristic that organised the worlds in which the actors succeeded in developing the TM-CE courses? The main and most important was the ability to identify specific needs for competencies, needs that were not possible to acquire through a traditional course. Furthermore the TM-CE course was part of a developing project in the SME. The employees and academic staff could also identify the purpose of the course and their style made it all fit together. These were the overall characteristics present in the world in which the development of TM-CE courses succeeded. More individual barriers and drivers that are not that crucial to the process are identifies in the following points.
Barriers we identified are:
	University should not start the conversation too academic. Start with the interest of the SMEs and be flexible
	University structure, culture and processes did not meet the activity of teaching continuing engineering education. It is beyond teachers assignment
	SMEs had difficulty identifying with the concept, because it is unknown to them and time consuming in the start-up phase. They are accustomed to a catalogs of courses
	SMEs had no strategy for competence development to connect to
	Both parties reported bad experiences in previous collaborations

Drivers we identified are:
	Commitment to an innovative project
	University have a tradition for collaboration with the community and the academic staff felt obligated to contribute
	The lack of time of the academic staff can be reduced by involving student projects
	Identified needs that are not possible to find courses for, at the traditional market for CEE.
	Local Business Services and municipalities with strategies that aim for promoting increased competence levels (higher education) in their area. 
	A new identity of all parties. For the SMEs a company that collaborated with the university, for the university staff a teacher that participate in continuing education activities. Search for and appoint to the identities of all parties.
	A style of the persons involved which match each other - and connection between academic staff and SME employee.
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^1	  Leonardo da Vinci; Pro-Actt 1999-2001; Leonardo da Vinci, CEE as WBL
